Aesthetic activities have long been integrated into the pedagogy of preschool. Traditionally, preschool aesthetics have been considered not only to be fun for children but also a part of their creative activity, communication and ways of learning by doing, enabling them to use all their senses and bodily movements. Aesthetics 1 is one dimension that also distinguishes preschool from school, partly due to the fact that young children are expected to learn subjects such as mathematic and science in a playful manner and with the help of aesthetic and creative expressions. The Reggio Emilia approach emphasizes each child's 100 languages, that is, that children have many ways to express themselves (Wallin, Maechel, & Barsotti, 1981) , where aesthetics is the key feature in their pedagogy. The Reggio Emilia movement has become very popular in Sweden, for various reasons, one of them being the focus on aesthetics (Pramling Samuelsson, 2011) .
The Swedish curriculum for preschool, 1 to 5 years (National Agency of Education, 2010), states that "preschool activities should be enjoyable, safe and learning-oriented for all children" (op. cit. p 5). Creative work is linked to communication in the following manner: special edition is there knowledge about how to handle children under three in ecec?
Young children's experience of aesthetics in preschool Education, 2010, p. 5 ).
More specifically: "The preschool should strive to ensure that each child: develop their ability to convey impressions, thoughts and experiences in many different forms of expressions, such as play, pictures, songs and music, dance and drama (p 8)". Thus aesthetics is considered to be a subject and content in itself.
Research has, however, shown that preschool teachers often relate aesthetics in preschool to methods and not to content as such, i.e. something children should learn. Instead it is used as a means of learning other contents , although there are studies showing how skillful young children can become in movement, music and poetry when they are focussed on as content (Pramling Samuelsson, Asplund Carlsson, Pramling & Wallerstedt, 2008) .
Despite its long tradition and being emphasised in the curriculum, our knowledge of children's and, especially the youngest children's aesthetic experience in preschool, is very limited. This article aims to describe young children's opportunities for aesthetic activities in preschool. The questions investigated in the study were:
• What is aesthetics for the youngest age group in preschool? • Does the quality of the preschool affect/have an impact on the number and type of aesthetic activities available?
RESEARCH ABOUT YOUNG CHILDREN AND AESTHETICS
Aesthetics is closely related to creativity, so let us then see what Prince and Logan (2005, p. From this perspective, there are many creative activities in preschool which are non-aesthetic.
On the other hand, we also know that children's aesthetic activities do not need to be very creative. When it comes to music in early years, we know that children listen to a lot of music, but generally just as a background for other activities, not for the sake of listening to the music in itself. In his survey, Lamont (2008) telephoned about 400 parents to find out if their children were listening to music when he called. Most children were, but only in one family did they do it for the sake of the music alone. In a recent doctoral thesis, Still (2011) showed that singing was the most common music activity planned by teachers. She claims that the songs are often far too difficult for young children, and that teacher should focus more extensively on the basic elements of music, that is, music as such. Holmberg (2013) shows that music events in preschool are either reproductive or investigative. She says: "singing in preschool often has the character of reproducing, playing instruments has a character of investigating and the movement can be of reproductive as well as investigative character, depending on the context". Änggård (2005) made a study of older preschool children's drawing activities. The results showed how making drawings was looked upon from the teacher's perspective as an individual task, but in reality, among children, it was a very collective and interactive task. This means that extensive interaction and communication takes place when children have free creative work. But we can also see from other studies (Bendroth Karlsson, 2011) that, if the teacher has no clear aim for her activities, visual art can end up in conceptual confusion and "non-visual art" for children. This can also be seen in the study by where children were supposed to paint to music. The key questions in creative work are the communication between children and between children and the teachers. For the play dimension to be part of aesthetics, an open and permissive attitude and communi-cation are essential (Johansson & Pramling Samuelsson, 2006) .
To be outside in the yard of the preschool, more or less every day, is a strong tradition in Swedish preschool, but little research has been done to establish what the children are really doing there. What we do know from research is that being outdoors tends to be beneficial to the health, and that children's playground activities depend to a certain extent on what is growing out there (Söderström, Mårtensson, Grahn & Blennow, 2004; Boldemann, Blennow, Dal, Mårtensson, Raustorp, Yuen & Wester, 2006) .
In this study, preschool quality is used as a contextual framework for conditions created for children to participate in aesthetics activities in preschool. The reason for this is research showing that children learn better in a preschool of high quality (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, SirajBlatchford & Taggert, 2010) . The study Children's early learning also showed that in preschools of high quality, children's learning tended to be more developed within the area of language and communication (Mellgren & Gustafsson, 2009 ) and in early mathematics (Doverborg & Pramling Samuelsson, 2009 ). In the present study, we assumed that children would also have more opportunities to participate in aesthetic activities in high quality preschools than in ones of low quality.
The primary aim of the study was to map the distribution of different types of aesthetic activities in 24 preschools. While we are unable to say anything about the quality of the aesthetic activities that the children were involved in, we can claim that this aspect of preschool activities is extremely important, since it very often allows the child to take his/her own initiative and to feel free to do something in his or her own way.
METHOD, DATA PRODUCTION AND PARTICIPANTS
The study is quantitative and based on preschool teachers' mapping of young children's participation in aesthetic activities during a twoweek period in May. The data refer to 24 preschools and 157 children in total. At the time when the activities were observed and recorded, the children were between 1.5 to 3.4 years old. The number of participating children in the 24 preschools varied from 2 to 13 children. The children were either in toddler groups, in which the children are between 1 and 3 years of age, or in sibling groups with children between 1 and 5 years of age.
The teachers and children belonged to 24 of the 38 preschools that were involved in the larger project Children's early learning. A current study of preschool as an environment for children's learning (Sheridan, Pramling Samuelsson & Johansson, 2009) . In that study the quality of the preschools was evaluated with the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms & Clifford, 1980; Sheridan, 2007) . Of the 38 preschools, 10 were evaluated as being of high quality, 19 as being of good quality, and 9 as being of low quality. The results from these quality evaluations are used in the present study where 6 of the 24 preschools are evaluated as being of high quality, 14 of good quality and 4 of low quality.
The ECERS was chosen primarily because of its ability to detect curricular quality, and its ability to function as a measure of conditions created for children's learning within different areas. A further advantage is that the ECERS builds on a child perspective that is central to the Swedish curriculum as regards to the values, content, activities, and development of competencies. More important is the fact that the evaluations of the conditions for learning, the pedagogical processes, and the experiences of the children, focus on the preschool as such, rather than on individual teachers or children.
The ECERS consists of 37 items that define different levels of quality in typical situations of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC). These items are grouped together into seven subscales: Personal care routines of children; Furnishings and display for children; Language reasoning experiences; Fine and gross motor activities; Creative activities; Social development; and Adult needs. Detailed descriptions are provided for each item, with item scores ranging from 1 (inadequate) through to 7 (excellent). The lower levels of quality are characterized by pedagogical unawareness and a focus on rules, and material resources, while the 'excellent' level is characterized by teachers' interaction with children and the best possible use of all resources, including themselves, to promote children's learning, participation, and influence.
The following items were selected for this study of the relationships between children's participation in aesthetic activities and the preschool quality. The schedule for recording the children's activities was constructed by us researchers. It consisted of a list of activities with an aesthetic content assumed to be common in most Swedish preschools. The teachers were instructed to enter a simple tally mark in the schedule each time an activity was observed during the observation period. The teachers were allowed to add activities relevant to their own preschool, such as cooking and hand dolls, but such activities are not considered in this study as they only represent individual preschools. Our intention was that the teachers should note whether the initiative to do different aesthetic activities came from them or the child, or as a joint task, but this did not function. Either we had not been clear when we gave the instructions, or it was an impossible task for the teachers. Things happen very fast in preschools with young children and it may be impossible for teachers to observe and register when activities begin or end, and who initiates them. This means that the results only embrace what kind of aesthetic activities children were involved in and how often they were involved in these activities. We cannot say anything about the quality of the activities or how long they lasted.
The maximum number of observation days was 10 per child if both the children and the teachers were in the preschool during all of the observation period. The total number of observed days was 1284, with a mean of 8.18 days per child. During the period studied, some of the children were ill or had a day off. Furthermore, some of the teachers were unable to enter the tally marks in the schedule every day as they were participating in competence development programmes etc. However, we have no reason to believe that this kind of omission varies systematically with the preschool's quality according to ECERS.
THE STATISTICAL ANALYSES
The analyses are based on the number of tally marks per child aggregated to preschool level. The number of tally marks for a specific activity in a specific preschool has also been related to the total number of tally marks for this preschool. This gives an idea of the relative balance between different kinds of activities in each preschool. This is also a way to reduce the influence of uncertainties related to the observations and records which needs to be considered in the interpretation of the analyses. For example, the data provide no information on the number of children observed in an activity, i.e. whether they were individuals or groups, and no information on how long time an activity lasted. It is also difficult to know how the teachers have coded multi-task activities, that is, situations when a child has been drawing and painting at the same time as he or she is listening to music.
As the data material is rather limited and because of the uncertainties related to the recording of activities, a non-parametric correlation coefficient (Spearman's rho) was used. However, the most used coefficient, Pearsons r, gives similar results, which might strengthen the analyses.
RESULTS
In this study the number of participating preschools is relatively low and since the observation schedule allowed many different types of activities, for some preschools there are no or only a few tally marks for some aesthetic activities. In order to discern generalizable aesthetic activity patterns in the preschools, we have pooled the observed activities together into broad activity categories. In this way we also make the analyses less sensitive to random variations related to the choice of observation period (i.e., recording of untypical activities). Accordingly, we have defined four categories, each one collecting a fairly large number of observations. The four categories are: Play outdoors, Creativity indoors, Verbal stimulation and Music activities (see Table 1 ). Together they give a comprehensive view of young children's participation in aesthetic activities in preschool. We assume that these broad categories are relevant not only to the preschools in the study but to preschools in general
In total there are 4000 tally marks for the 24 participating preschools distributed across the four categories above. In the data as a whole the categories are quite equal in size. Every category has between 20 to 34% of the total number of marks. Most marks, 34% in total, refer to activ-ities related to music. Second comes activities in the category Creative work indoors, 26%, third comes play outdoors with 22%, and last comes Verbal stimulation, 18%. An in-door focus shows that music accounts for 44% of all recordings and creative work 33%, while verbal stimulation accounts for only 23% of all recorded indoor activities. See Table 2 below.
THE RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF CATEGORIES RELATED TO INDIVIDUAL PRESCHOOLS
It is not meaningful to compare preschools based on their absolute number of tally marks as the numbers of children per preschool varies. It is, however, possible to compare relative distribution patterns in the participating preschools.
The results show a variation between the preschools in all of the four categories. Table 3 shows the proportion of each preschool's total numbers of tally marks that falls into each of the four categories. Half of the preschools have 16-27% of all marks in the category Play outdoors (see the last three lines in table 3). There are preschools with few marks for outdoors, while other preschools have more than half of their marks for outdoors. In all, play outdoors embraces activities with sand and water. In total, there are approximately 900 recorded out-door activities with sand and /or water play. All preschools have some tally marks for outdoor play, although the number for individual preschools varies between 6 and 118.
The category Verbal stimulation accounts for between 7 and 23% of all tally marks in half of the preschools. Despite this, some preschools have only a few or no marks for children's rhymes, narratives and role-play. Creativity indoors accounts for 11% and Music activities for 21% of all tally marks for a preschool.
These results can be interpreted to mean that the preschools have different aesthetic profiles. Activities related to music dominate in most preschools. The variation between preschools is small, and there is no preschool with only a few marks in this category. The largest spread is in the categories creativity indoors and to some extent play outdoors. In total, almost 80 per cent of all tally marks refer to indoor activities, with a considerable variation between preschools. Table 4 highlights that the largest differences between preschools are to be found in activities related to creative activities indoors, with a variation between a minimum value of 15% and a maximum of 59%. There is also considerable variation in the proportion of the activities allotted to music, with a minimum of 28% and a maximum of 64%. In half of the preschools, less than 20% of the tally marks refer to verbal stimulation while it varies between 20% and 40% in the other preschools.
Number of tally marks per child and preschool
So far the preschools have been compared with each other according to the balance between the four categories in each preschool. The advantage of this analysis is that the comparisons are less influenced by the variation in the total number of tally marks between preschools. At the same time, it is a way to control for the vari- ation in the number of children observed at different preschools. The disadvantage of this approach is that it is impossible to get a picture of the absolute number of the different activities in the preschools. To obtain such a measure, the variable Number of tally marks per child and preschool was created for each one of the four activity categories. In other words, the number of tally marks in each preschool, was divided by the number of observed children.
In table 5 the column to the far right (Total) highlights that the average number of tally marks per child and preschool is 30, with a variation between 8 and 60. This means that some preschools have a large number of tally marks per child, while others have just a few. In line with the analyses presented above, most tally marks per child concern the activities related to music and creative activities indoors. One can also note that the mean value and the median differ for the category creative activities indoors. This mirrors the asymmetrical distribution in this variable. It is positively skewed, with relatively many preschools with only a few marks per child in contrast to a small number of preschools with comparatively many marks per child.
THE RELATION BETWEEN AESTHETICS AND THE PRESCHOOL QUALITY
So far we have found a large amount of variation in the way the preschools allocate their time to the four types of activity in focus here. Now we turn to the question whether this variation is related to the variation in preschool quality as assessed by ECERS. We have looked for mean differences in the activity measures between preschools of different quality, as well as for correlations between activity and quality at preschool level. For the measures based on the relative distribution of aesthetic activities within preschools, we found no correlations with any of the quality indicators and no mean differences. Thus, preschools do seem to have different profiles in terms of their aesthetic activities, but these profiles have no simple relation to the quality of the preschools. Looking at the activity measures based on tally marks per child we did however find some correlations with the quality indicators. As shown in Table 6 , especially item 10, exhibition of art, was found to be correlated with Play outdoors, Music and Creativity indoors. Preschools with many tally marks per child in these activity categories tend to have a lower value for this item. The table also indicates that there could be correlations with more items even if these are not statistically significant in this limited sample.
Not shown in Table 6 is the fact that Item 10 is moderately correlated with Item 21 (rho=.55) and Item 23 (rho=.56). Thus we would expect Table 5 . Number of tally marks per child and preschool in four activity categories.
Number of preschools, N=24. In another attempt to discern patterns of correlations, the preschools were grouped in different ways. One example of grouping can be seen in the diagram below. On the Y-axis is the mean value for tally marks per child and preschool for preschools having the same value for item 10. The advantage of this approach is that it reduces the influence of random measurement errors, which tend to reduce the observed correlation. As may be seen in the diagram, the difference between preschools with high and low values on item 10 becomes clearer. We did not, however, find the same kind of pattern as for Item 10 for the other items in ECERS. As before, the overall pattern is a negative correlation, which means that preschools with many tally marks per child tend to have lower values for the quality indicators.
Activity category Verbal stimulation

Creativity indoors
Music activities
In another attempt to discern patterns of correlations, the preschools were grouped in different ways. One example of grouping can be seen in the diagram below. On the Y-axis is the mean value for tally marks per child and preschool for preschools having the same value for item 10. The advantage of this approach is that it reduces the influence of random measurement errors, which tend to reduce the observed correlation. As may be seen in the diagram, the difference between preschools with high and low values on item 10 becomes clearer. We did not, however, find the same kind of pattern as for Item 10 for the other items in ECERS. As before, the overall pattern is a negative correlation, which means that preschools with many tally marks per child tend to have lower values for the quality indicators.
In order to compare them, the preschools were also grouped according to their mean values into groups of low, good and high quality. The 24 preschools were distributed according to their quality as follows: 4 preschools were rated as being of low quality, with an ECERS mean value under 4.00, 14 preschools were of good quality, that is, with an ECERS mean value between 4.00 and 5.00, and finally 6 preschools were represented in the group of high quality, having a mean value above 5.00. Again, no mean differences were found with respect to the four broad activity categories taken individually. The overall tendency is that the activity category Music had the most tally marks and Verbal stimulation the least. This pattern was seen in all three quality groups. In other words, the differences in activities per child between preschools cannot be related differences in the overall quality of the preschools.
TWO DIMENSIONS OF AESTHETIC ACTIVITIES
In this final section, we present an analysis of the aesthetic activities where they are seen as reflecting two broad dimensions of a preschool's activities, The dimension of the child and The dimension of the teacher and preschool. The first dimension takes its starting point in the child and it is assumed to be reflected in aesthetic activities that children are largely able to carry out without much support from the teachers. The second dimension is defined in relation to the teachers and the preschool as an institutionalised practice. This dimension is assumed to be important in activities that place demands on the teachers to plan, organise and to be involved in the activity together with the children. 
Teacher and preschool
Paint with tempera colours, finger-paint etc. clay, sand and water inside, singing and playing with instruments, drama and narratives, rhymes, science and baking.
42%
Child Draw with pencils and crayons, cutting, sand and water outside, modelling, listen to music, role-play etc.
2370 58% Table 7 shows that activities that children can do by themselves are somewhat more frequent than the teacher-supported activities. Even if the overall amount of tally marks is higher in the child dimension, some preschools have more marks in the dimension of teacher-supported activities.
Again the results showed no correlations between tally marks related to the child or teacher dimensions and the preschool quality. However, some small tendencies were shown that could be interpreted as a quality aspect. Preschools of lower quality tend to have more tally marks in the child dimension, while preschools of high quality have fewer tally marks in this dimension.
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
This article investigated young children's experience of aesthetic activities in preschool. So what picture have we gained from answering the three questions we asked in the beginning?
What is aesthetics for the youngest age group in preschool?
In preschool young children play with sand and water outdoors. Indoors they sing and listen to music, and they draw and paint. If we begin with outdoor activities, it seems that most children play with sand first of all and then water. How creative these activities are is hard to know, but it is reasonable to assume that they are not so challenging, although young children like to pour sand into a bucket and pour it out again, over and over. And, of course, if there is a small puddle of water children will always find it, so there is something kinaesthetic about sand and water that attracts children. Altogether, around 25% of the tally marks refer to outdoor activities. The variation is very large, however, and must affect how the children experience their preschool. For some preschools, more than 50% of the tally marks refer to out-door activities, while in half of the preschools between 16% and 27% of the tally marks refer to outdoor activities.
Music is the most common category, constituting 34% of the total number of tally marks, which amounts to 43% of the indoor activities. The category of music includes singing, listening to music and playing with instruments. Singing is most common, and we think it is because in most preschools they sing a song before lunch or when they have assembly. Research has shown that this activity is more a matter of reproduction than creativity (Still, 2011; Holmberg, 2013) . The second most frequent activity within this category is listening to music, an activity where children are usually left to themselves, putting on a CD to listen to. Instruments are used to a very little extent.
Creativity indoors is a mixed category, where some activities are very infrequent, like cutting and pasting, while drawing and painting as well as activities with clay (play-dough or clay) are more common. This category also captures about 25% of the total number of tally marks, but the variation is between 15% and 59% of the tally marks for indoor activities, which must make a huge difference to children in the various groups.
Verbal stimulation indoors (drama, narratives and role-play) is the smallest category with only 18% of the total tally marks. The variation in the verbal stimulation recorded is also large, with 50% of the preschools having between 12 and 31% of their tally marks for indoor activities here. This is a category where the teachers have to be active, except in role-play. So why are there so few tally marks within these category? Especially as all new theories of children's learning and the theoretical perspective in the curriculum focus on communication as a main aspect (Skolverket, 2010; Pramling & Pramling Samuelsson, 2011) . Is it a question of the teachers' attitudes towards aesthetics? Do they support children's individual ways of expressing themselves and feel that they should not disturb them in, for example, their play?
From our experiences and the data we have analysed here, we think we can claim that sand and water is a main activity outdoors for the youngest children. What we find challenging is that so few of the tally marks refer to role-play in the group of the youngest children. Is it a question of teachers' not recognising the youngest children's minor role-play? Do they think of role-play as something well developed and thematic? In her study, Lindahl (1996) showed how children used role-play already before they are two, so we suppose there is a lot going on that is not recognised by the teachers.
Creative work indoors is also very limited. An explanation for this can be that painting or working with clay in this early age group requires the presence of a teacher, and once again teachers may not have time. Or it is a question of attitude. Many preschools do not appear to be in line with Prince and Logan (2005) , who see creativity and learning as two sides of the same coin. Neither do they see play and learning as integrated .
Does the quality of the preschool affect/have an impact on the number and type of aesthetic activities available?
It is not easy to prove any correlation between the preschool quality and the children's experience of aesthetics in early years as recorded by teachers in this study. However, it is interesting to note that the correlations which were found are negative, which could be interpreted to mean that the higher the quality of a preschool the fewer tally marks per child. That can have many explanations. The negative correlations could be related to systematic differences in the way the coding instructions have been interpreted or used in preschools of different quality, so that teachers at preschools of higher quality have tended to record only longer activities, or have been too busy to record the activities to the same extent as teachers at preschools of lower quality. It may also be that children in high quality preschools work longer on each activity. That this is a realistic explanation may be related to the fact that more activities are teacher-led, or the teacher is involved in more activities, in the preschools of high quality. When children sing or are involved in drama, rhymes and science, the teachers are with them, supporting and guiding the children, while activities such as drawing pictures, listening to music or role-play are not dependent on teachers' participation.
Independent of the quality, in most Swedish preschools activities such as drawing pictures, listening to music etc. are available for the children throughout the day. Research shows that differences in the preschool quality can be related to how the teachers interact and communicate with the children and how they challenge and guide them in activities. In preschools of both low and good quality it is more often up to the children to occupy themselves with activities such as role-play and drawing (Sheridan, Pramling Samuelsson & Johansson, 2009) . In this study most of the participating preschools have a low or a good quality (18 out of 24) and the results show that the children are involved in a large number of various aesthetic activities, but not how these activities are done. Unfortunately the design of the study, the recording of the teachers, does not give knowledge of how the aesthetic activities were conducted, for how long and if and in what way the teachers interacted and communicated with the children. Future research needs to take those aspects into consideration for.
The results of this study confirm that, independent of the preschool quality, aesthetics still plays a major role as a child activity in preschool. However, most of the time the children are left to themselves while doing creative work. This could be interpreted to mean that creativity is seen as an individual competence, a view many have challenged in recent years (see e.g. Sawyer, 1997.) 
